It is easy to understand why owners cherished the rare second edition of this book, now happily reissued in the Cambridge Science Classics series. First published in 1918, it was much expanded and revised in 1938 because of advances in the knowledge of the history of botany. The 200 year period it covers in detail was the most active period of the printed Herbal and, although Herbals have been studied extensively since then, this work of meticulous scholarship and lucid exposition has never been surpassed.
After a brief, masterly sketch of the beginnings of botany as a branch of Natural Philosophy in ancient Greece, and its further growth as an adjunct of medicine in the ages before printing, the author moves on to examine and analyze the major printed herbals that have survived. The period selected for study is relatively brief but it is significant. In these two centuries, as printed works spread local knowledge throughout the world, we see the rapid rise of botany as an independent science, the botanical renaissance of the 16th and 17th centuries, the origin of herbaria, the evolution of the art of plant description, and the evolution of the art of botanical illustration. Miss Arber's knowledge, perception, and insight illuminate the study. Her elegant prose demonstrates that precision of thought can result in beauty of language, and that science need not preclude literature.
This edition includes a biographical introduction and useful annotations by William T. Steam, a close friend of the author. Steam has also expanded the bibliography and supplemented the text with two of Agnes Arber's later writings on herbals.--JEANNE GOODE, New York Botanical Garden.
